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Although animal toxicology and clinical case studies are important
in the assessment ofenvironmental health risks, there is no substi-
tute for well-designed and well-conducted epidemiology studies.
Epidemiological investigations can provide invaluable information
on the associations between environmental exposures and health
effects and may reduce the uncertainty of the extrapolations from
animals to humans and sometimes from high to low exposures.
Environmental health policies and risk assessment activities may be
better formulated when reliable human data are available and used.
While industry on one hand complains that environmental reg-
ulations are excessive, on the other hand, environmentalists con-
tend that risk assessment, as it is conducted, sometimes does not
protect human and environmental health. These types ofissues are
not confined only to regulators; they are very much a part of the
scientific community as well. It is quite obvious that better science
may lead to better decisions and management, including regula-
tions.
From an international perspective, epidemiological studies may
not only be relevant but also timely, as many countries (mostly in
the developing world) unfortunately still confront a broad range of
environmental and occupational hazards derived from their indus-
trial and productive activities, which place hundreds of millions of
individuals at unacceptable levels of exposure. Although some of
the studies conducted in developing countries in association with
these environmental health hazards have been peer reviewed and
published, most ofthem remain unnoticed.
For some ofthe critical environmental and occupational health
problems, a number oflocal epidemiological studies have been per-
formed in Latin American and Caribbean countries, and many
more are in progress. The purpose ofthese studies is to characterize
some of the negative health outcomes associated with important
issues, such as those derived from high exposures to pesticides,
those linked with the intense and wide use of heavy metals and
organic compounds by industry, as well as the health pathology
related to the increasing air pollution prevalent in most of the
major cities ofthe world. The findings ofthese studies may support
the regulatory work needed to control some of these critical prob-
lems, which are prominent areas of public health concern, at least
in Latin American and Caribbean countries. This is becoming even
more important on a global scale as countries are implementing
new trade strategies and open-market opportunities, which may
involve the transfer of manufacturing plants from one country to
another as well as large import-export transactions of chemical
products, which may shift and exacerbate some of the unsolved
local environmental problems.
Despite the efforts made by several agencies to retrieve some of
the local studies, a careful review of the data and its potential use
for regulatory purposes is still lacking. This is especially true for
Latin American and Caribbean countries. Within this context, the
Pan American Center for Human Ecology and Health (ECO) of
the Pan American Health Organization, in conjunction with the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and International Program
of Chemical Safety, agreed to start a long-term regional program
for the development of environmental epidemiology in Latin
America and the Caribbean. This program has two main purposes:
first, to improve the regulatory and intervention processes, and sec-
ond, to increase research opportunities, which in turn may provide
the international community with additional human data to sup-
port risk assessment activities.
The initial phase of this program retrieved and evaluated most
ofthe studies produced in Latin American and Caribbean countries
on selected environmental health problems, identifying existing
limitations for further studies. This initial phase was recently con-
cluded, and a full report was produced by four working groups and
is available through ECO.* The selected environmental health top-
ics were pesticides, heavy metals, air pollutants, and solvents.
Although the goal was to concentrate on general environmental
exposures, when necessary the work groups inquired about occupa-
tional exposures as well. More than 2000 documents, most ofthem
in Spanish, were reviewed by the work groups. Summaries of the
major findings, data, and specific recommendations and priorities
are discussed in the report.
Some of the findings indicate that the Latin American and
Caribbean region is undergoing a profound socioeconmoic change,
and due to its rapid industrialization, different sectors ofthe society
are becoming more aware ofthe need to broaden and improve their
own environmental health database. The academic community is
expanding its areas of interest into these new fields, and several
research groups are undertaking epidemiological projects, many of
them in conjunction with the United States, Canadian, or
European counterparts. These international collaborations are often
responsible for the majority ofthe training, technical support, and
sometimes part of the monetary resources needed to conduct the
studies.
The second phase of the program will develop and implement
the recommendations made by the work groups, including the pro-
motion of some of the suggested research projects. These studies
will have as primary objectives providing technical support to fur-
ther expand the policy development process and environmental
health risk reduction programs, based on cost-benefit approaches;
filling data gaps, and promoting north-south and south-south col-
laboration on methodology transfer and joint execution ofenviron-
mental epidemiology studies. Infrastructure building through train-
ing, improvement ofquality assurance/quality control ofanalytical
work, timely access to relevant technical and scientific information,
and the encouragement of new investments will be some of the
other elements undertaken during the second phase of this pro-
gram.
Perhaps one ofthe most important products ofthis program is
that decision makers in Latin American and Caribbean countries
will have a better understanding ofthe benefits ofusing epidemiol-
ogy in protecting the community from unwanted exposures and
adverse effects on their health.
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*The report is available in Spanish or English. Contact the Pan American
Center for Human Ecology and Health, Apartado Postal 37-473, Mexico DF
06696, Mexico; FAX (5272) 164404.
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